The early post-war scene In Birmingham, Mather's Department was always a stronghold of biometrical genetics, a position it maintained under John Jinks. Like Edinburgh, but from a somewhat different angle, it set up a taught post-graduate course in this field. But it also developed other areas, notably cytology (Hubert Rees and later Gareth Jones) and bacterial genetics (Derek Smith, the Secretary of the present International Congress).
The Glasgow Department's great strength, derived from Pontecorvo, was always in Aspergillus genetics, which was important not only in itself but also for its impact on genetics in general. Harrison, for resurrecting the work on genetic instability (now known to be due to transposable elements) in the snapdragon, Antirrhinum majus. This fascinating system had been set aside since Kenneth Mather made it the subject of his Ph.D. thesis in 1933. There was also a department of Potato Genetics, where Norman Simmonds was engaged upon an enterprising project designed to broaden the genetic base of the cultivated potato by going back to the Andes. Jeffrey Harborne carried on his masterly analyses of plant pigments, in direct succession to Rose Scott-Moncrieff, whose prewar work at Merton, prompted by Haldane, was one of the green shoots of biochemical genetics.
The move of the Institute from its idyllic Bayfordbury site to Norwich in 1967 was the consequence of a Government Report that decreed that small Institutes doing fundamental research should be located in close proximity to Universities. The new University of East Anglia seized its chance. In the political climate of the 1 980s, and given the difficulty that the AFRC was having in funding all of its Institutes, the PBI's commercial success made it a prime target for privatization. This is not the place to detail the somewhat confused circumstances surrounding the lucrative sale in 1987 of the breeding side of the PB! (not the basic science) to Unilever. Suffice it to say that, because of the status of the PBI as a Charity, the lucre finished up, not in the hands of the AFRC or the Treasury as everyone had expected, but rather with the Governors of the Institute. Now the Governors, The rise of molecular developmental genetics
The long-standing ambition of geneticists to be able to trace the connections between the genotype and the phenotype has, over the last decade or so, begun to be realized as never before. The key, of course, has been molecular biology. The molecular analysis of development is being pursued in a number of University The range of animals to be studied includes frogs, mice, insects and no doubt others. This development illustrates two features of the current scene: the tendency for the strongest research groups to become concentrated in a few leading establishments, and the abandonment of previous departmental boundaries.
Can all this be claimed as part of our subject of Genetics? The answer is arguably yes, but, if so, we are laying claim to practically the whole of modern developmental biology.
Is there a genetics community?
Whereas, in 1945, genetics was a minority interest among biologists, viewed by most as specialized, unintelligible or just irrelevant, it has now penetrated into every corner of biological science. Most biologists would now recognize it as being at the root of everything. This is a source of great satisfaction, but it also creates something of an identity crisis for geneticists. What is Genetics? How do we distinguish ourselves from molecular biologists or biochemists, when half the papers in any leading molecular biological or biochemical journal are about identification of gene products and control of gene expression?
The other side of the geneticists' identity problem is the difficulty that people who are actually card-carrying geneticists have in maintaining common interests and a common pool of knowledge. Immediately after the war the British Genetical Society numbered only a hundred or so, and Society meetings consisted of common sessions of unsolicited contributions. Diverse as their interests were, the members managed to be interested in most of what they heard. As the membership grew (its present strength is in excess of 1500) community of interest became more difficult to maintain. Bacterial genetics was a new world with a special jargon and set of concepts that some of those outside the club found very difficult. Fungal genetics evoked enthusiasm in some and boredom in others.
Molecular genetics had little apparent relevance to the population/ecological wing, and vice versa. Those whose expositions involved mathematics talked effectively only to each other. And even with the best will in the world, it was becoming impossible to keep up with the expansion of knowledge in every area.
From the 1960s, the Genetical Society started to include in each meeting both multiple concurrent sessions of contributed papers and symposia, the idea of the latter being to review special fields for non-specialized audiences. However, although the symposia were usually excellent in their own terms, they were often, as it turned out, directed mainly to the specialists. From the 1 960s, the population geneticists began to organize their own 'Pop Group' meetings, which became rather better attended than the Society meetings intended for the membership at large. Over the last few years, the Society has tended to abandon general sessions of contributed papers in favour of special symposia for special interests.
Another frank acknowledgement of diversity is the publication of two Society journals: Heredity, a gift to the Society from C. D. Darlington in 1971, and Genes and Development, founded on the profits from Heredity and started in conjunction with Cold Spring Harbor in 1987. My guess is that hardly anybody contributing to the one journal would think of sending a paper to the other.
So do we any longer have an identifiable subject? Perhaps we should stop worrying and adopt a pragmatic definition of a geneticist, perhaps as a person who thinks it worthwhile to subscribe to a Genetical Society. An alternative definition is someone prepared to attend and even to help organize an International Congress of Genetics.
